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On April 19, the Bolivian government imposed a state of siege after several weeks of the most violent
social unrest and strikes that Bolivia has experienced in recent years. Although widespread arrests
accompanied the suspension of constitutional rights, the protests continued. For several months,
teachers, students, organized labor, and coca growers have engaged in frequent demonstrations and
protests around the country. On the union front, the powerful labor confederation Central Obrera
Boliviana (COB) has been demanding a raise in the country's minimum wage. At the same time,
teachers unions grouped in the umbrella organization Confederaciones de Maestros Urbanos y
Rurales have been protesting against a recently enacted national education reform, which they say
harms their profession and promotes the privatization of education (see NotiSur, 03/02/95, 03/30/95,
and 04/06/95).
Although their demands are distinct, both COB and the teachers confederation have been
coordinating their protests in support of each other. The teachers initiated a prolonged strike on
March 14, and, on March 27, COB held a 24-hour national strike to support the teachers' action. For
their part, campesinos have been protesting the government's policy toward coca growing, which
includes forced eradication of coca fields. Bolivia has been under intense US pressure to be more
energetic in cracking down on coca growers. In fact, President Bill Clinton's administration recently
threatened to cut off aid if US-imposed eradication quotas are not met. The organized coca growers
denounce the US position as short-sighted and misdirected. Rather than eradicate coca production,
the growers want to decriminalize cultivation, arguing that many legitimate uses for the coca leaf
exist, apart from the production of cocaine.
Also, according to the coca growers, the anti-drug efforts should be directed at the manufacture of
cocaine and its consumption rather than going after the farmers who are struggling for economic
survival. They insist that forced eradication of coca fields ignores the poverty of the coca growing
area, and also ignores the failure of earlier crop substitution programs that have left families with
no income at all (see NotiSur, 09/23/94). Since February, protest demonstrations by labor unions
and campesino groups have been nearly constant throughout the country. In fact, on numerous
occasions, demonstrations in La Paz and other cities have deteriorated into rioting. The violence
was often provoked by massive police repression, including the use of tear gas and rubber bullets to
disperse protestors.
Efforts since March to find a peaceful solution to the confrontations were unsuccessful, including
an attempt at mediation by the Catholic Church. On April 5, Bishop Jesus Juarez, president of the
Bolivian Bishops' Conference (CEB), called on both sides to refrain from the violent confrontations
that had been escalating during recent weeks. By early April, however, given the spiraling wave of
protests and the failure of mediation efforts, President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada began warning
the unions and farmers that his administration would consider declaring a state of siege unless the
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teachers immediately returned to work and the COB and campesino groups agreed to cease the
street mobilizations. By April 19, with no end to the protests in sight, the president finally imposed
the state of siege. It is the first time since November 1986 that the government has resorted to such
a measure, which suspends constitutional rights, imposes a midnight to 6:00 AM curfew, and allows
the government to hold people without trial. It also bans all demonstrations and political or union
meetings, and prohibits citizens from carrying weapons.
"It is the duty of the executive to preserve and defend internal order," explained Interior Minister
Carlos Sanchez Berzain. "It had become impossible to maintain a dialogue with union leaders."
Congress, which must ratify the presidential measure, began debate on the matter on April 20, and
finally approved it on April 22. In the congressional debate, opposition deputies charged that the
government had imposed the state of siege to implement the US-fostered coca eradication program,
and to create the conditions to proceed with controversial plans to privatize state enterprises,
which has also provoked bitter labor protests since the beginning of the year. During the first days
following the presidential decree, more than 400 leaders of the COB, the teachers' movement, and
the coca growers were arrested. In fact, late in the evening of April 18 about two hours before the
state of siege went into effect police began rounding up union leaders. Among those arrested were
COB leader Oscar Salas and the head of the coca growers, Evo Morales. Most of those detained were
taken to remote towns in the bolivian jungle and the western highlands.
In addition, on April 20, Government Minister Guillermo Justiniano announced that 20 foreigners
had been deported "for terrorist activities," after participating in a meeting of the Andean Council
of Coca Producers, which was held in Copacabana on the shores of Lake Titicaca. The state of
siege and the massive arrest of labor leaders and activists have generated harsh repudiation of
the government, especially the bishops' conference, which demanded the immediate release of
all detained labor leaders. "[The state of siege] defeats reason and ignores commitments," read a
statement by CEB. "It does not give anyone anything to be proud about and cannot hide the heartrending inhuman situations that exist all around us." The Apostolic Nuncio, Giovanni Tonucci, was
particularly harsh in his criticism of the action. "How long will those who have been given serious
responsibilities continue losing credibility as they play the game of massacre that ridicules the very
concept of democracy and dilutes any serious attempt to offer the noble but poor people of this
country better opportunities for a life of dignity?" said Tonucci. The government, which seemed
surprised by the vehemence of the nuncio's remarks, said it was considering a protest to the Vatican.
The Bolivian hierarchy is one of the most outspoken in Latin American on social issues. Despite
the imposition of the state of siege, on April 20, the teachers voted to maintain their strike. Human
Development Minister Enrique Ipina responded by threatening to fire the teachers if they did not
return to work. Regarding the explosive situation with the coca growers, the government announced
on April 22 that it would not begin the forced eradication program, but would instead focus on the
crop substitution program, in which a farmer is given US$2,500 per hectare for any land voluntarily
removed from coca production.
Nevertheless, on April 24 more demonstrations by teachers, coca growers, and union members
took place throughout the country to protest the state of siege, the detention of Evo Morales and
other organization leaders, and the alleged militarization of the Chapare, the country's major
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coca growing area. The coca growers are threatening to block highways in the Chapare region if
efforts to dialogue with the government fail. Sanchez de Lozada said on April 25, however, that no
dialogue is possible until the campesinos suspend all protests and organized activities. Meanwhile,
various human rights groups, including the nongovernment Bolivian Human Rights Assembly, were
protesting the health risks to the detainees who were taken to remote areas of the country where
yellow fever, malaria, hemorrhagic dengue, and leishmaniasis are prevalent. (Sources: Inter Press
Service, 03/30/95; Agence France-Presse, 03/31/95, 04/06/95, 04/10/95; Notimex, 04/03/95, 04/05/95,
04/13/95, 04/23/95; Deutsche Press Agentur, 04/20/95, 04/24/95; United Press International, 04/20/95,
04/25/95; Reuter, 04/19/95, 04/20/95, 04/25/95, 04/26/95)
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